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The skill of their shipwrights had much to do with the
Athenians' success; and, as the life of a trireme was short, a
large number of craftsmen must have been absorbed by this
industry. The harbour of Athens, known as the Piraeus, was a
splendid rock-girt roadstead, lying about five miles from the
city. Here were rows of warehouses and other buildings; and
even in peace-time the quay-sides must have been the scene
of much bustling activity. Aristophanes, the comic poet, gives
a lively description of what occurred at the outbreak of war :
Tramp of troops and skippers' bawl,
Rations round and pay for all.
Pandemonium in the sheds,
Coats of gilt for figure-heads,
Rowlock-pads, and casks for sale,
Olives, garlic, onions, ale,
Nosegays smart and pretty wenches,
Fisticuffs and blackened eyes,
Hammering of pegs in benches,
Whistles, pipers, coxswains' cries,
Noise sufficient to raise Cain,
Till the dockyards rang again.
In 415, half-way through her war with Sparta, Athens fitted
out an expedition for the conquest of the island of Sicily.
Thucydides' account of its departure is famous: * When all was
ready, silence was proclaimed by the sound of a trumpet, and all
with one voice before setting sail offered up the customary prayers;
these were recited not in each ship, but by a single herald, the whole
fleet .accompanying him. On deck the officers and men, mingling
wine in bowls, made libations from vessels of silver and gold. The
multitude of citizens and other well-wishers on land joined in the
prayer. The crews raised the War-chant and when the libations
were completed put out to sea; and after sailing for some distance
in single file the ships raced with one another as far as Aegina.'